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As Time Goes By: Intern Archivist Shares Time Management Challenges
By Cheryl Ziegler, MLIS
As a recent MLIS graduate looking to work within archives 
and special collections, my entry into the archives world 
has thus far been a series of internships. These internships 
each offer a unique and interesting story and have been 
invaluable in teaching me that there is never a “one size 
fits all” approach to managing archival collections. My 
experience as an archives intern with Perkins+Will, Inc., 
has had a profound impact on my understanding of the 
challenges faced by corporate archivists and the issues 
specific to working with architects and architectural 
documents.
The Company
Lawrence B. Perkins and Phillip Will Jr. initially 
established their practice, Perkins+Will, Inc. (P+W), by 
designing residential projects. The significant success 
of their 1940 collaboration with celebrated Modernist 
architects Eliel and Eero Saarinen on the Crow Island 
School project increased their production of innovative 
and user-centered school designs. P+W continued its 
growth with school design throughout the next four 
decades while diversifying into the building design of 
commercial, higher education, and health-care facilities. 
The firm also expanded from one Chicago office to its 
current 22 US and international locations with more 
than 1,500 employees. A horizontal corporate structure 
has helped to retain the firm’s humanistic core values 
by allowing each office to run autonomously without a 
specific “top-down” hierarchy. Consequently, each office 
operates somewhat independently, which results in a 
record storage and retention system that varies from office 
to office. Although Chicago is not considered the “home 
office,” it is largely still regarded as the founding office.
The Collection
Like the firm itself, the current P+W Archives materials 
have had a long and complicated history. Prior to the 
project management software conversion of the mid-1990s, 
P+W architectural documents (construction documents, 
working drawings, project files, project photographs, and 
slides) were physically managed by the office manager. The 
marketing department kept index card records on current 
and past projects, recording the basic details of building 
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project name, project team, location, contacts, completion 
dates, and costs. Photos and slides of completed projects 
were also kept by the marketing department for use in 
new business pursuit and promotional materials. The 
drawings and documents from completed projects were 
routinely stored within the office until staff expansion 
and an increased project base led P+W to a storage policy 
that kept completed project documentation off site in 
storage facilities. Records were traditionally retained for 
legal purposes; however, without a program of systematic 
retention and disposal of records, the documents continue 
to enjoy limitless retention. 
As the company approached various milestone anniversary 
years, the “marketing records” would be pulled from 
storage to mine for corporate history documents, 
significant building photos, and firm ephemera for 
inclusion in anniversary promotional materials. By the 
time I arrived in June 2014, the collection had survived 
several office moves, living boxed in a mechanical room, 
and finally ending up in an office supplies storage closet 
with documents crowded into 22 vertical metal file 
drawers. In addition to the materials in file cabinets, the 
following materials comprised the archives: oversized 
scrapbooks, boxes of loose photo slides, VHS tapes, 
binders of miscellaneous project data, and an eight-inch-
long “Abodia Slide Storage System,”1 which acted as a 
large light box with side drawers to store, display, and sort 
project slides for presentations.
The Internship
Thanks to the diligence of the firm’s resource librarian 
and a veteran knowledge manager, approval was obtained 
to hire an intern from June through August to move the 
collection into a dedicated space and produce an inventory 
of all materials. The primary objective was to facilitate 
access to the collection. When I began work with P+W, the 
internship objective was to make an inventory (or shelf list) 
of a defined group of archival materials. On my first day 
of employment, I learned that the task was anything but 
simple, and by my last days, I knew never to underestimate 
the time it takes to conduct what may seem like a “simple” 
inventory of unprocessed archival materials.
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Organizational Challenges
A significant amount of my time during the first month 
involved clearing out the “dedicated room” that was 
to accept the aforementioned file cabinets and boxed 
materials. I also spent time talking to the firm’s resource 
librarian, marketing personnel, and firm principles to 
learn how P+W worked and how the building design and 
construction process translated into its production of 
documents. Although I had previous knowledge of the 
architectural process through my studies and work in the 
architectural field, it took me awhile to feel comfortable 
with P+W’s practice and to devise how best to organize 
the materials for access.
I was unable to open many of the drawers prior to the 
move of materials, so I could only get glimpses of what the 
cabinets contained. From the exterior labels, I concluded 
that the existing arrangement of the file drawer materials 
grouped project files by broad building types: Commer-
cial/Corporate/Civic, Healthcare, Higher Education, and 
K–12 Schools. Although not ideal, it seemed reasonable 
to follow this arrangement, as it eliminated the time and 
expense of extensively rearranging items in the file drawers 
and was a relatively simple organization that enhanced 
usability. I determined that “Project Name” was the most 
common search for project information, so the files being 
arranged alphabetically by project name within the ap-
propriate building type was also reasonable. Each project 
was subdivided into “Project Files” (project documents), 
“Project Photos” (completed building photos and photos of 
building plans), and “Slide Files” (color slides of completed 
projects). A requirement for the completed inventory 
was that it be searchable, although money had not been 
allocated for use of an archives management software 
system. My low-tech, but completely serviceable, solution 
was to utilize an Excel spreadsheet with searchable fields 
of Project Name, File Locations, Project Location, Project 
Dates, and a link to a PDF of the specific project card if 
applicable. The addition of the project card information 
provided added context to frame the materials in a kind 
of “shorthand” description of the building details.
As I started the inventory, it became clear that my orga-
nizational system was imperfect; building project names 
are elusive as buildings can be referred to by their owners’ 
names, which often change, or by their addresses (e.g., the 
Morton Building became the Boeing Building and is often 
referred to as One North Riverside Plaza). Where possible, 
I tried to link all applicable names but realized that the 
true solution would be a future conversion to some sort of 
numeric identifier or accession number. That would have 
to be a project for another time.
It also became clear that the pre-existing arrangement of 
files by basic building types was flawed, as a number of 
projects fell somewhere between specific types (e.g., placing 
a university health-care facility in “higher education” as 
opposed to “health care”). Because each building type had 
a different sheet on the inventory, I embedded a “workbook 
search” that picked up all project name listings regardless 
of where each sheet was physically stored. I also had to 
reconcile the fact that it really did not matter where the 
file physically existed, as the inventory referenced specific 
file locations. Like the accession numbers, rearrangement 
of files would have to be a project for another time.
As inventory work progressed, I found additional issues 
affecting the accurate organization of information, 
including:
• Many of the project documents had discrepancies in 
both location information and completion dates; it 
would take time and research to give definitive dates 
and locations.  
• The firm had employed several prominent architects, 
and their work has been separated from the general 
work of the firm.
• Magazine articles about P+W projects that appeared in 
various trade publications were organized inconsistently 
by publication title, article title, or architect name.  
This was a textbook example of accepting the premise of 
“More Product, Less Process” (MPLP): often it is better to 
organize archival materials in a way that is “good enough” 
and not necessarily perfect. Despite these setbacks, most 
of the files can now be located by using the inventory list, 
and, for now, that is good enough. 
Reference and Outreach
In addition to providing an inventory, another goal of this 
internship was to provide enhanced access to the P+W 
archival materials. Once I realized the breadth of the P+W 
historic records, I was determined not only to provide 
access but to raise awareness of these valuable materials 
and to show their relevance to current marketing and 
design work within the firm. To that end, I worked closely 
with the marketing department to provide information 
for the eightieth anniversary promotions, architectural 
awards submittals, social media (Twitter2and Facebook3 
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“Throwback Thursday” postings), blogs, and research 
materials for new project pursuits to former clients. In 
addition, outside researchers started asking for materials 
to support architectural scholarship and to assist in reno-
vations of existing P+W projects. The P+W Healthcare 
Group also became interested in using a sampling of 
historic health-care projects to track the evolution of room 
size and equipment use in hospital design.
To engage employees with the archives, I developed the 
“Flat Larry and Phil” project based on a concept I ap-
propriated from the “Flat Sousa” project ongoing at the 
Sousa Archives and Center for American Music at the 
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. A cardboard 
cutout of firm founders, Larry Perkins and Phil Will, 
traveled to various firm events and had their picture taken 
for blog4 postings. 
Other outreach projects included
• An article on the Architect’s Newspaper website,5
• An Archives Open House, and
• “Sweet Home Chicago,”6 a geo-locative walking tour of 
P+W buildings in downtown Chicago.
Preservation
The outreach projects took a significant amount of time 
and preparation, and I am unsure if they had any lasting 
effect on the firm’s appreciation of its historical record. In 
hindsight, some of that time may have been better spent 
addressing many of the preservation issues I documented 
while doing the inventory, including
• Missing documents from the years 1935 to 1950 as well 
as two missing boxes of K–12 project files; 
• Overcrowded photo files, which will cause further 
damage to their contents given their increased use. This 
situation could be easily remedied through judicious 
weeding of duplicates; 
• Crumbling and acidic newspapers and clippings in the 
project files, removal of which by photocopying them 
onto nonacidic paper is crucial. There are also oversized 
scrapbooks containing newspaper clippings that have 
been glued to the pages with rubber cement. The 
degradation of the glue is making the type unreadable 
and the pages should be copied or scanned; and
• Damaged folders with deteriorated gummed labels that 
have fallen off and need to be refoldered. 
Reflection
My biggest lesson learned was that however “simple” an 
archival project may appear, one needs to be realistic about 
the time it will take to complete it. A clear vision of the 
project and a project management plan are essential ele-
ments in maximizing time. The firm generously allowed 
me an additional 14 weeks on the internship to complete 
the inventory, which also included digitization of many 
historic records, slides, and photos. I also learned that ar-
chitects are completion orientated and are eager to pursue 
and start new projects. It is a circular cycle oddly similar 
to the records continuum cycle. There is precious little 
time to contemplate the merits of past design concepts 
when past design is often considered an embarrassing or 
obsolete footnote to the firm’s current image. 
For the time being, P+W’s archival materials have been 
recognized as important, but future preservation work 
remains, unfortunately, in a category of unnecessary and 
irretrievable expense.
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